Ornamentation 




Among many, two key concepts were lost in late twentieth century art which have 
animated the arts for the whole length of human history: joy and beauty. Joy and 
beauty were largely lost, in the modern and post-modern eras, in new imperatives 



towards irony, humour, nihilism, disjuncture, minimalism, absurdism, and 
combinations of all these. The three paintings I have thrown together here; "Ghost of 
Day" by Abby Heller-Burnham, "Woman Reclining with a Book (Marie-Therese 
Walter)" by Pablo Picasso, and "The Kiss" by Gustav Klimt; are what I would call 
"ornamental" works of art. They explore to find vistas of joy (which is simple to 
understand) and beauty (which is very difficult to understand indeed, and changes 
from era to era and context to context). For Klimt, there were few vistas he opened 
that didn't have to do with joy, beauty, and ornamentation (like Matisse); for Picasso 
and Heller-Burnham, exploring the ornamental was a way of balancing oeuvres 
which lean heavily on darkness, edginess, technical and thematic innovation, and 
profound seriousness. Heller-Burnham's piece is a self-portrait; what seems to lend 
joy to her construct is a sense of "roundness" or wholeness which, from the fact that 
we see her head and not her body, implies an engagement with the intellect and 
intellectual beauty. Picasso's vision of his mistress Marie-Therese Walter is more 
overtly sexualized; her own joy and bodily relaxation is balanced by the roundedness 
of her body. Picasso's trick of facial inversions by the time he painted this dictated 
that Walter's face express a sense of being "decentered"; but the painting expresses 
a centralized harmony issuing from a rounded, relaxed, sexualized body and the 
dusky wholesomeness of solid blues, greens, and greys, all "spring" tones. Major 
artists have to be well-rounded; a single imperative repeated ad naseum has never 
sufficed. If Heller-Burnham emerges as a major twenty-first century artist, it is 
because she has refused to ignore a plethora of imperatives which the late twentieth 
century ditched just to fit a cramped, one-dimensional, joyless and unbeautiful mold. 



